March 29 & 30, 2003

Romans 8:11

“From Lazy to Life”

     What is your definition of lazy? It is interesting to me that nearly no one considers them self to be lazy. Just this past week Gayle and I traveled on the East Coast. We were in eleven different states. We were not lazy in our vacation. We were able to tour the Pentagon. I had lunch in Secretary of War Donald Rumsfeld’s private dining room. We attended a great production of “1776” at Ford’s theatre. We rode on planes, buses, subways, trains, taxis and few other assorted vehicles. I asked a few people before we left and during the trip what their definition of lazy was. Many had to think a while for their response. Others were very quick to the trigger. Here are a few of their responses. (Play Video)     

     There you have it. From the Carousel Restaurant right here in Evansville, 22,000 feet in the air and Philadelphia Pennsylvania lazy is all those things. There is probably no state that we covet so much for ourselves as being lazy and no state we abhor in others as laziness. In our society lazy has become synonymous with easy. We like easy. 

     One woman sitting nearby when Damon and Elliot answered the question, “What is your definition of Lazy?” asked me, “Well, what is your definition of lazy.” My response to her was this, “Lazy to me is when a person does the absolute minimum necessary in any task.” I latter found out that this woman was a published author and had been in Modern Bride, USA Today, Publisher’s Weekly, the New York Daily News and had even appeared on the television show “To Tell the Truth.” We had a wonderful conversation until she reached her destination. She later commented that upon some reflection that she thought my definition was a bit judgmental. Perhaps it is but there is one who has made a judgment in relation to sloth and laziness. He included a commandment on work in the ten commandments. His son spoke a parable about a lazy servant in Matthew chapter 25 who was cursed, called worthless and cast into darkness. The risen Savior in the book of Revelation tells a lukewarm, lazy, rich church in Laodicea that he would spew them forth from his mouth because of their condition. God is very clear through out scripture that he abhors laziness. Why is this such a big deal? If the bar is set here, (gesture) why is it not just OK to get just a little past that? How about right to it?

     Jesus seems very specific in his direction in Matthew 5 when he says that if we are forced to go one mile then we are to go a second mile on our own. It would seem from this math that we might very well have to do double what is required of us not the minimum.

What is your definition of lazy?

     It may well be the most dangerous sin for both society and the church. It is so prevalent and accepted that we may not even think of it as a sin. It has become a way of life. In fact, if we do not commit this sin, people think there is something wrong with us. For we live in a world that says, "Relax, don’t get excited, keep cool, chill out." Many of you may have had the same experiences that I have had in the work place. Many times in my work I was told to “slow down, you’ll make us look bad” or “don’t do so much or next year they’ll expect even more.” It was these same people who explained the promotions, rewards and raises as being given because I was a “brown noser” or just “lucky”.  
The Hebrew term “sloth” can refer to a bow that is not strung or equipped with an arrow for action. Another Hebrew term refers to that which is difficult, heavy hindered and indicates foolish laziness or sluggishness. "I’ll do it if it does not take too much effort." Laziness is also synonymous in scripture with indifference, apathy, a pulling back emotionally from anything important. 
     Sloth can be described as many different things in our society. Henry Fairlie says that "Sloth is often expressed in this world under the polite name of "tolerance," but in hell it is called "despair." It is the sin that "believes in nothing, cares for nothing, seeks to know nothing, interferes with nothing, enjoys nothing, and remains alive because there is nothing for which it will die." People used to have many things for which they were willing to die. Someone reminded me this past week at Arlington National Cemetery how during WW1 and II, young men would lie about their age in order to have to opportunity to fight or die for their country. Today they may still lie in times of war, but it would probably be in order to not have to fight or die.  

     Laziness is learned behavior. And there exists a world full of teachers ready to teach you how to just get by. The sad fact of the matter is this, laziness affects the lazy most of all. There are a couple of short sayings by which I have tried to order my life. One of these sayings is this, “As you sew, so shall you reap.” Ever wonder why you don’t get? It is because you don’t give. You didn’t sew. Ever wonder why somebody else is always getting the accolades and you don’t? You didn’t sew. Ever wonder why others seem so full and you feel so empty? You didn’t sew. Now let me take this small aside, Yes, there are times when time and circumstance seem to conspire against you. Yes, there are times when stuff happens and there are times when we are double and triple stuffed. Yes, there are and will be times when you are just in the wrong place at the wrong time and WHAM (Clap hands) a horrible collision occurs. But these events, these circumstances do not happen as often out of the blue as the fact that we just failed to sew.

     We all don’t have the experience that is apparently what all Stratton’s experience. There have been times when my family and I ate because we put out big gardens and canned and froze most of our food. The one vegetable that I have had a horrendous time growing is the lowly potato. I never seemed to get much of a harvest of potatoes. My grandfather once said, “I planted a bushel and I got a bushel, if I had wanted more I would have planted more.” He had as much trouble as I did with potatoes. But if his statement is true for potatoes then it is doubly true about most everything in life, “If you want more, plant more.” See folks when we do the bare minimum we get the bare minimum in return. And since none of you were born with a silver spoon in your mouth, you better learn to sew more.

     The second saying that I try to order my life around is the little verse we call the serenity prayer. “God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can and the wisdom to know the difference.” Listen to it one more time. “God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can and the wisdom to know the difference.” It is my belief that many people expend endless amounts of energy trying to change the things they cannot change. And very little energy on the things they can change. And we do know the difference. We just don’t like to admit it. We would rather tilt at windmills supposing that we are bigger and badder than we really are instead of accepting the cold hard facts that there are just some things that are the way they are and will never be any different. We live in a society that believes they can get one more surgery, go on one more diet, read one more self help book and we will not get old, our chests men, won’t go from here to here (Chest to stomach) we will never be depressed, lonely or sullen. If we are just more positive and tell ourselves three times a day that we are wonderful and smart and right, well then, we don’t have to face up to the fact that we filled with evil and that must be purged by an indwelling spirit. We are hopeless and need help. We are sinners in need of a Savior. 

     We have become pretty lazy as a nation. We expect to start a war half way across the globe, against a regime headed by one of the most despicable men of the last quarter century and have it completed in a week. Everyone will play by the rules and there will be no loss of life. We expect bombs, cruise missiles and airplanes to do the dirty work. Norman Schwartzkopf once said, “No one surrenders to airplanes.” 

     We have become pretty lazy as people. We expect double-digit returns on our investments in six months or we pull out. It doesn’t happen that way. It is the slow, methodical, plodding approach that always reaps dividends.  

     We have become lazy parents. We have bought into the pop psychology that the only way to raise a child is with positive reinforcement. I have great kids, they didn’t get that way on their own.

     We have become lazy Christians. Salvation is all about grace. It is free but the rest isn’t. You will never be joyous without biblical giving patterns in your life, biblical actions and just plain hard work. If these things sound harsh then realize that Christianity is not the easy road, it is the road less traveled filled with trials, temptations and difficulties.   

    A successful CEO was leaving for a very important business trip overseas. He arranged for his brother to watch his cat. He was very fond of the cat and couldn’t bear to leave it at the vet while he was gone.
An hour before the meeting, he called his brother to check in on his beloved pet.
"How is my cat?" he asked his brother.
His brother replied "It’s dead".
Angry at his brother, he yelled over the phone.
"How could you break the news to me like that. I am going to one of the most important meetings in my career and I can’t even concentrate.
His brother asked "Well, how should I have told you?"
The businessman replied "You could have broken the news to me gently. First you could have said "The cat’s on the roof, and we can’t get it down." Then you could have said "It fell off the roof, we are on standby at the vet", and "The cat’s condition is pretty grim". Finally, you could have said "The cat died peacefully in my arms".
The businessman took a deep breath, trying to control his anger and asked, "By the way, how’s Mom?"
"She’s on the roof and we can’t get her down."

     By the way, how’s your life?”  Is it up on the roof and you can’t get it down? It doesn’t have to be. But you can’t lazy your way into a joyous, prosperous, positive relationship with God.

     “Deion ‘Prime Time’ Sanders, as an outfielder for the Atlanta Braves and cornerback for the Atlanta Falcons, was only athlete to have hit a Major League home run and scored an NFL touchdown in the same week.
“Sanders grew up on the mean streets of Fort Myers, Fla., where exposure to some would-be athletes spurred him to make a success of himself. He explains: ‘I call them Idas. “If I’da done this, I’d be making three million today. If I’da practiced a little harder, I’d be a superstar.” Sanders said, “They were as fast as me when they were kids, but instead of working for their dreams they chose drugs and a life of street corners. They chose the lazy way. When I was young, I had practice; my friends who didn’t went straight to the streets and never left.”

     “Novelist H.G. Wells said that wealth, notoriety, place, and power are no measures of success whatsoever. The only true measure of success is the ratio between what we might have been and what we have become. In other words, success comes as the result of growing to our potential.”
     Reaching your potential is part of the secret of success. God has invested substantially into your life. Whether or not you bring a return is dependent on growing in your potential.
     Bernard Shaw shortly before he died was asked by a reporter "Mr. Shaw," "if you could live your life over and be anybody you’ve know, or any person from history, who would you be?" "I would choose," replied Shaw "to be the man George Bernard Shaw could have been, but never was." 
     Please don’t misunderstand me. You will never arrive at a place where you’ve reached your fullest potential. It’s more of a journey than a final destination. But we are called as a people to live up to our fullest potential. Our fullest potential can never be realized by being lazy, by just doing the minimum. I think sometimes we mistake what God expects. He is not the stern task master that demands the best. He is the loving father that expects our best. Our potential not someone elses. He wants excellence and excellence requires work. But please note what Brian Harbour says about excellence in his book, “Rising above the Crowd” ‘Success means being the best. Excellence means being your best. Success, to many, means being better than everyone else. Excellence means being better tomorrow than you were yesterday. Success means exceeding the achievements of other people. Excellence means matching your practice with your potential.” 

     The principle never changes. All the way through Scripture Jesus is constantly challenging us to invest & reinvest again & again in the Kingdom. And He will always honor the investment. He will never honor those who are lazy and don’t invest or afraid & who bury their talents in the back yard.
     God’s principles are clear. Jesus said, "Work while it is day. The night is coming when you won’t be able to work anymore. So roll up your sleeves. Get busy, & don’t stop." You can do this, Paul states in Romans 8:11, that the Spirit of Him who raised Christ from the dead can give life to these mortal bodies. Life and the energy necessary to expel laziness and reach excellence for Him.

     Luciano Pavarotti said “‘When I was a boy, my father, a baker, introduced me to the wonders of song,’. ‘He urged me to work very hard to develop my voice. Arrigo Pola, a professional tenor in my hometown of Modena, Italy, took me as a pupil. I also enrolled in a teachers college. On graduating, I asked my father, “Shall I be a teacher or a singer?” “Luciano,” my father replied, “if you try to sit on two chairs, you will fall between them. For life, you must choose one chair.” ‘I chose one. It took seven years of study and frustration before I made my first professional appearance. It took another seven to reach the Metropolitan Opera. And now I think whether it’s laying bricks, or writing a book—whatever we choose—we should give ourselves to it. Commitment, that’s the key. Choose one chair.”  

      Friends, choose one chair. When I was a young boy, my grandfather told me that no one tires of his work if he loves his work. Perhaps the reason that we become lazy is because we don’t love. The only true way I have found to escape laziness is to love. Choose a chair, love the Lord, Love your fellowship, love your spouse, love your children. Choose a chair, lazy or loving.
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